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Lt. Travis St. Pierre, of the New Orleans Police Department, shows off a body-worn camera during a press conference in

January.

Brett Duke/The Times-Picayune/Landov

Body-worn video cameras are quickly becoming standard-issue for American police,
especially at departments in the process of reform. And in New Orleans, the troubled

police department is now requiring almost all officers to wear the cameras.
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Hurricane Katrina, when police shot unarmed people, then covered up the crime.

These days, the department is trying to rebuild the public's trust — which is where the

body cameras come in.

Officer Johnny Brumfeld, responding to a call in the French Quarter, has one of the
cameras mounted on his chest. He's supposed to record almost all interactions with
the public: "Whenever there's a call for service, right before I engage in contact with

the party that calls or any self-initiated contact," he says.
An 'Unvarnished' Record Of Events
The department brass want the public to notice the cameras.

"It's just a win-win," says Ronal Serpas, New Orleans' superintendent of police. He's
trying to convince a federal court that the police department has changed — that it's
reformed enough to get out from under a federal consent decree. The cameras are one

way of demonstrating the department's spirit of transparency.

"The body-worn camera can help us

. . h h ish - i f
It'll give supervisors an ave that unvarnished re-creation o

opportunity to say what happened," Serpas says. "It'll give
something along the lines supervisors an opportunity to say

of, "You know, Mrs. Smith, something along the lines of, you know,
our officers did not treat "Mrs. Smith, our officers did not treat

your son poorly, and we
actually have evidence to
that now.” Or, 'You're right,
we did not do a good job.’ we did not do a good job.""

your son poorly, and we actually have

evidence to that now.' Or, 'You're right,

) But what happens if an officer stops
Ronal Serpas, New Orleans’ superintendent of
police recording — say, right before Mrs.
Smith's son gets roughed up? The chief

says that kind of "selective recording” won't be tolerated.

"Clearly, if an officer was to interrupt that by their choice and they didn't do it any
other day that week, they haven't done it any other day that month, it's gonna raise a

lot of suspicion," Serpas says.

The department's body camera rules do not spell out the penalty for failing to record,

though Serpas says a cop can be fired for being untruthful.
Who Gets To Watch?

In the long run, the bigger problem may be a question of access: Once the videos are

made, who gets to see them?

More On Cops And Cameras That's what Ursula Price is about to
find out. She works for the

8 DIGITAL LIFE Independent Police Monitor, the office
As More Police Wear Cameras,

Policy Questions Arise that investigates potential cases of

police misconduct. The first time Price
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LAW called the department to ask for a body

New Police Scanner Raises camera video, she had high hopes. She

'Facial Profiling’ Concerns . .
was looking for footage of an arrest in
which the suspect was bitten

LAW repeatedly by a police dog.
This Is The Police: Put Down
Your Camera

When she asked for camera footage, an
officer quickly told her that there

wasn't any — and when she asked why,

he said he didn't know.

Later, he told Price that there is video, after all. But it took 2 1/2 weeks for her to see it
— and only after she told the department about inquiries from NPR. The department
counters by saying it offered Price the video within three working days. But she says
the whole system for finding out what videos the police have is clunky, and in the dog-

bite incident, she still hasn't found out how many cameras were rolling.

"I'm waiting to get confirmation that that one video is the only video available," Price
says. "Because there were — there should be, if I understand the policy ... — more

videos available. So I'm waiting to hear back about that."

The department tells NPR at least two of the officers present were detectives, who

don't wear cameras.

Susan Hutson, who runs the Independent Police Monitor's office, hopes the police will
get better at disclosing what videos they have — not just to her, but to the general
public. "There have been some problem dealing with NOPD and getting access to
things that are public records," says Hutson, "and people having to sue, and judgments
against the department, and fines and fees and such for not following the public

records rules. So that hopefully will get better going forward."

Serpas, the police superintendent, says he'll add whatever staff is needed to handle

public requests for the videos.

"There's no question that managing the public access to this information is something
we've all thought through," he says. "But at the end of the day, you have a public
records law in your state, whatever your state is ... and inside of those public records
laws, there are exceptions to releasing information, and there are directions about

which information to release."
On Both Sides Of The Camera, Possible Changes In Behavior

More From This Series These tensions might be coming soon

to a police department near you. Sam
The Police Officer's New Tools

Walker, emeritus professor of criminal

ALL TECH CONSIDERED justice at the University of Nebraska,
Your Smartphone Is A Crucial
Police Tool, If They Can Crack

It accountability; he talks to chiefs all the

Omabha, is an expert on police

time. "I've really been struck by the

ALL TECH CONSIDERED . . .
extent to which people just assume this

In 'Domain Awareness,’ . X K N "
Detractors See Another NSA is the coming thing," he says. "Just, you
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know, deal with it."

Cameras are especially appealing to

troubled police departments that are
S m— el CONSIDERED under federal scrutiny. Oakland and
© .0 AsPolice Monitor Social Media, Los Angeles have tried the cameras;
Legal Lines Become Blurred Seattle is planning to. Video lets a

department signal its devotion to
transparency — but for that to mean

something, it can't look as if the videos are just for the benefit of the police. For

instance, New Orleans has decided to let officers watch their own videos before writing

reports; Walker says that's not a good idea.

"One of the problems we've had historically is officers give accounts of incidents that
are not factually correct, and they're often covering up their actions," he says. "I think
the officers should do their reports, and then the recordings should be available to

supervisors."

If an officer is planning to lie, video is a good guide to what kind of lie he can get away
with. And that could feed into a public perception that access to the videos is a police

privilege.

But so far in New Orleans, most people haven't even noticed the cameras. Lt. Travis St.
Pierre is walking down Royal Street, demonstrating the new technology to random
citizens. He introduces himself to one pedestrian, who immediately asks, "What's

wrong?"

You can't blame the guy for being a little freaked out. St. Pierre's camera fits over his
ear, and the effect is sort of Robocop-y. St. Pierre trains other cops on the cameras,
and they've told him that the body cameras are changing behavior — on the part of the
public.

"They always have this one individual that they would go on calls and service for that
likes to be disruptive, curse at the police, fight with the police, and when they got out
and turned the camera on and informed her she was being recorded, she immediately
said, 'Ah. OK,' and was not a problem at all. We're seeing a lot of that kind of stuff," St.

Pierre says.

It'll be interesting to see who ends up changing their behavior more in New Orleans —

the police, or the people their cameras are pointing at.

OLDER

For Automakers, Internet-Connected Cars Are A Balancing Act

NEWER
What Those Baby Photos On Social Media Can Teach Us About Moms

About

Subscribe


https://disqus.com/by/shaineighmey/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400952844
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400773770
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400732580
https://disqus.com/by/npr-b22ff8756b5b1138eaa1fe7a1973b621/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/23/314241722/what-those-baby-photos-on-social-media-can-teach-us-about-moms
https://disqus.com/by/npr-bcade79122b36f1dc28634bc0542a6fd/
https://disqus.com/by/npr-73a40e53b7cf7e378a5137549f64f1b9/
https://disqus.com/by/npr-b22ff8756b5b1138eaa1fe7a1973b621/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400859285
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400732580
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400436093
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400344103
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400882912
https://disqus.com/by/shaineighmey/
https://disqus.com/by/npr-91e92eced4517161fff814723c8218e9/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1403946953
https://disqus.com/by/shaineighmey/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/02/28/284131881/as-police-monitor-social-media-legal-lines-become-blurred
https://disqus.com/by/npr-91e92eced4517161fff814723c8218e9/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400859285
https://disqus.com/by/RonShirtz/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400344103
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400903154
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400436093
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400773770
https://disqus.com/by/npr-b22ff8756b5b1138eaa1fe7a1973b621/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400344103
https://disqus.com/by/npr-e68ee4b49c5a9a582457c13c7659f6d6/
https://disqus.com/by/npr-e68ee4b49c5a9a582457c13c7659f6d6/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1401260430
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/21/314604401/for-automakers-internet-connected-cars-are-a-balancing-act
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1405077266
https://disqus.com/by/npr-09ab7c567754ce1b2a37c22b536a3722/
https://disqus.com/by/shaineighmey/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400773770
https://disqus.com/by/RonShirtz/
https://disqus.com/by/npr-09ab7c567754ce1b2a37c22b536a3722/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400903154
https://disqus.com/by/npr-b22ff8756b5b1138eaa1fe7a1973b621/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400732580
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400314637
https://disqus.com/by/npr-bcade79122b36f1dc28634bc0542a6fd/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1405077266
https://disqus.com/by/npr-bcade79122b36f1dc28634bc0542a6fd/
https://disqus.com/by/npr-73a40e53b7cf7e378a5137549f64f1b9/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/02/21/280749781/in-domain-awareness-detractors-see-another-nsa
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400314637
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/02/28/284131881/as-police-monitor-social-media-legal-lines-become-blurred
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400882912
https://disqus.com/by/npr-bcade79122b36f1dc28634bc0542a6fd/
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400859285
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1400952844
http://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2014/05/22/314912840/can-cop-worn-cameras-restore-faith-in-new-orleans-police#comment-1401260430

